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Executive Summary 
 
Methods 
The primary methods used in this research involved examining existing surveys, 
budget information, census data and visitation numbers. A small amount of primary data 
was collected directly from facilities similar to the proposed North American Owl Center 
(NAOC) to help further delineate the operating budgets. Every attempt was made to use 
survey studies from the region. However, if these were not available studies that covered 
the state of Minnesota were used.          
Market 
Characteristics of potential visitors to the NAOC were fairly consistent across the 
different visitor groups. Characteristics examined include: demographics, origin, birding 
experience, group composition, days of use, etc. A typical potential visitor is male or 
female, white and of non-hispanic/non-latino background, middle-aged or older, upper 
middle class, lives in the region or the Twin Cities Metro area, and relies on family and 
friends and print media as their primary source of information. 
Visitation potential 
The majority of potential visitors fit into three main groups: regional tourists, 
regional residents, and Minnesota wildlife viewers. The regional nature and wildlife 
based tourist attractions in the Mississippi River Valley/Bluff Country travel region draw 
in approximately 362,000 visits per year. Some of these visitors are local residents and 
approximately 228,000 of the visits are from groups away from home. 
The regional resident population is approximately 262,000 in the seven adjacent 
counties to Houston County, MN. School age (K-12) population makes up 63,000 of the 
regional residents.  
Wildlife viewers in Minnesota represent an important category of potential 
visitors. Approximately 634,000 people view wildlife away from home in Minnesota.  
Birds of prey (eagles, hawks, owls, etc.) were the most popular category of wildlife 
observed at 62 percent of survey respondents. Additionally, northern wintering owls were 
tied for third species of highest interest. In regards to travel region, 55 percent of 
Minnesota wildlife viewers traveled to the southern Minnesota region. Adjusting for 
iv	  
these demographics gave us a base visitation of 216,194 from Minnesota wildlife 
viewers.      
For the total visitation the base estimates calculated above were reduced by 60 
percent to avoid duplication. Due to the variety of factors influencing actual visitation a 
range of estimates is given. Possible visitation to the NAOC ranges from 42,000 to 
113,000 visits per year.    
Operating Budget 
In determining the operating budget the general operating expenses, salary and 
wages, admissions, gift shop, and membership revenue were reviewed. The total general 
operating expenses range from $179,000 to $287,000 annually depending on the 
visitation scenario. The total salary and wage expenses, including fringe benefits, under 
the three visitation scenarios ranged from $200,000 to $292,000 annually. Total revenue 
from gift shop profits, admissions, educational programs, and memberships are estimated 
to range from $270,000-$630,000 annually. The net operating excess/deficit under the 
three-visitation scenarios range from a $111,000 deficit to a $49,000 excess. These 
figures do not include private contributions and grants. Additionally, the general 
operating expenses and salaries are highly variable and depend on the specifics of the 
proposed owl center.  
Using the annual estimated tourist expenditure in Houston, Minnesota an annual 
increase in local expenditures from tourists to the proposed Owl Center are estimated to 
range from $200,000 to $530,000. 
v	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Introduction 
Nature based and wildlife recreation has become an increasingly popular tourism activity. 
Birding popularity as a wildlife viewing activity has attracted 46 million Americans with 18 
million traveling away from home for this activity (USFWS 2001). In Minnesota, 634,000 
people view wildlife away from home (USFWS 2001). Seventy Nine percent of wildlife viewers 
in Minnesota observe birds. Birds of prey (eagles, hawks, owls, etc.) were the most popular 
category of wildlife observed at 62% of survey respondents (U.S. DIFW 2006). Additionally, 
northern wintering owls were tied for third species of highest interest among Minnesota wildlife 
viewers, with bald eagles being the only bird of prey with a higher rating (Schneider 2002). 
Rural communities have begun to take advantage of this potential market as way to 
increase economic activity. Not only is this type of tourism growing in popularity but individuals 
on average are spending an increased amount supporting these activities (Martin 1997; Scott & 
Thingpen 2003). Evidence of this success can be seen in the National Eagle Center in Wabasha, 
MN that opened its doors in 2007. This center attracts over 70,000 visitors per year and in 2007, 
after $550,000 in expenses had an operating excess of $80,000 and net assets of $270,000. 
 
Purpose 
The Friends of the Houston Nature Center organization supports the Houston Nature 
Center by organizing events and fundraisers and by providing volunteer assistance as needed. 
Based on the success of their one-of-a-kind Annual International Festival of Owls, they are 
interested in creating a North American Owl Center (NAOC) in Houston, MN.  This owl center 
would house live specimens of most or all of the 19 species that occur in North America. There 
is no other owl education center in North America and this facility could be a major tourist 
destination. This could result in a substantial economic impact on the local area via associated 
expenditures and job creation. 
The primary purpose of this report is to provide information to help determine the 
feasibility of a North American Owl Center in Houston, MN. This report first outlines the 
characteristics of potential visitors, then develops potential visitation scenarios. Finally using this 
information outlines a potential operating budget under the different visitation scenarios.   
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Market Characteristics 
Success of a North American Owl Center (NAOC) hinges on making decisions that target 
the potential market most effectively. In this section of the report previous surveys of area 
residents, tourists, and Minnesota wildlife viewers are drawn from to help outline characteristics 
of the potential market. These include: demographics, origin, birding experience, group 
composition, days of use, etc.    
Annual International Festival of Owls Survey 
In 2008, the center for Urban and Regional Affairs (CURA) and the Southeast Minnesota 
Regional Sustainable Partnership supported a profile of visitors to the Annual International 
Festival of Owls (AIFO) in Houston, MN.  Even though this survey covers a very small portion 
(900 visitors/year) of the potential market it is important as it outlines visitors to an event located 
at the potential site of the NAOC and covers subject matter that clearly overlap with those 
proposed for the NAOC. 
Demographics 
Of the respondents, slightly more then half were female (55%) with most being white 
(97.4%) and of non-hispanic/non-latino background (Appendix, Table 14). The average age of 
the respondents was 53 years with over half (54%) being in the 18 to 30 age range (Appendix, 
Figure 12).  The group composition averaged 0.8 children (0-12 years old) and 2.2 adults. 
Teenagers (12-17 years old) were largely absent with an average of 0.1 teenagers (Appendix, 
Table 15) per group. The reported annual household income of $50,000 to 74,999 was the most 
common with most respondents (67%) reporting income in the $35,000 to $99,999 range 
(Appendix, Figure 13).  Of the respondents, under half (40%) indicated they had intermediate 
(25%) or advanced (15%) birding experience (Appendix, Figure 16).  A majority of respondents 
(60%) were beginning birders (42%) or not birders (18%).     
Primary Residence 
Just over half of the respondents to the survey (53%) were local residents from the 
Houston, MN area  (0-25 miles) (Figure 1). Of those individuals from greater then 25 miles 
many of them came from the Rochester and Twin Cities Metro areas. Most of the respondent’s 
primary residence (94%) was within a day’s drive (0-250 miles) of the AIFO (Figure 1). Three 
respondents indicated that they where from a foreign country (Schuweiler 2008).  
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Information Sources 
The most common information source for learning about the AIFO was word of mouth 
(Schuweiler 2008). This includes: friends (18%), family (15%) and Karla (6%) (Figure 2). The 
largest source of information aside from word of mouth was the newspaper (16%) and the 
internet (13%). Respondents also heard about the AIFO through previous visits, TV, Radio, and 
bird clubs (Figure 2). 
 
Figure 2: Information sources among respondents to the International Festival of Owls questionnaire. (Schuweiler 2008) 
 
Area Tourists 
A large source of visitors to the NAOC will undoubtedly be area tourists within the 
region. There were two regional sources of potential visitors, which had conducted publicly 
available surveys of their visitors.      
Friends	  18%	   Newspaper	  16%	  Family	  15%	  Other	  13%	  
Internet	  13%	  
Previous	  Visit	  10%	  
Karla	  6%	  
TV	  3%	  Radio	  3%	  Bird	  Club	  3%	  
Information	  Sources	  
Figure 1: Regional map of primary residence of respondents to the 
International Festival of Owls, 2008. (Schuweiler 2008) 
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Root River Trail Survey 
In 2000 and 2010, the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources Trails and Waterways 
Division & Office of Management and Budget Services published survey results of summer 
season trail users conducted in 1997 and 2008-09. These studies outline the market 
characteristics of an important potential source of visitors to the NAOC.  Data from the most 
recent study (2010) was used for most of this report.  However, if data was unavailable from the 
2010 study, the 2000 study was used.  
Demographics 
The demographics of state trail users were generally not reported separately for each trail 
and so much of the following information indicates the characteristics of a generalized state trail 
user. Of the respondents, about half (51%) were male (Appendix, Figure 17). The distribution of 
age of Root River trail users (Appendix, Figure 18) was older then the general Minnesota 
population (MN DNR 2010). The annual household income of state trail users had a higher 
distribution then other area tourists (Appendix, Figure 19). 
Primary Residence 
The primary residence of state trail users was reported for each individual state trail.  The 
Root River State Trial is designated as a high tourist use trail (MN DNR 2000, MN DNR 2010).  
This is due to the median distance from home the users traveled to the trail being 120 miles 
(Appendix, Table 16). Nine percent of use was from those who live within 10 miles of the trail 
and 70% of use was from those who live over 50 miles from the trail (Appendix, Table 16).  The 
primary residence of a majority of the state trail users (59%) was Minnesota. Two adjacent 
states, Iowa (19%) and Wisconsin (10%), were the primary residence of users from outside 
Minnesota (Appendix, Figure 20). 
Information Sources 
About half of the users (51%) of the Root River State Trail first heard about the trail from 
friends and family while 20% either live or work nearby (Figure 3). Traditional sources of media 
(newspaper, magazine, TV, or radio), Department of Natural Resources (MN DNR) sources 
(MNDNR brochure, map or info center), and the Internet were all about equal in terms of 
information sources (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: How did you first hear about the Root River Trail? Summer State Trail Survey, 1997 (MN DNR 2000) 
Other 
In addition to the demographic characteristics, primary residence, and information 
sources the survey provided other useful information.  Root River Trail use is clearly the greatest 
on weekends and holidays (53%) (Appendix, Figure 21). A typical weekend day or holiday has 
about three times the use of a typical weekday (MN DNR 2010). Most of the users on the Root 
River Trial are bikers (87%) (Appendix, Figure 22). Other uses include walking (7%) and 
skating (1%) (MN DNR 2000).            
State Park Visitors Survey 
In 2001, the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources Office of Management and 
Budget Services conducted a survey of Minnesota state park visitors to better understand the 
visitors that state parks serve. This study reveals characteristics for the general Minnesota State 
Park visitor and is not specific to the state parks near the site of the NAOC. However, it outlines 
general characteristics of an important group of potential visitors to the NAOC. 
Demographics 
Of the visitors to Minnesota (MN) state parks, over half of the visitors were female (53%) 
(Appendix, Figure 23) and most were white, non-Hispanics (96%) (MN DNR 2002). Looking at 
the age distribution, park visitors were more likely to be children (+8%) and adults age 40 to 49 
(+4%) then the general MN population (Appendix, Figure 24). Park visitors were less likely to 
be adults age 60+ (-6%) and adults age 19 to 29 (-8%) then the general MN population 
(Appendix, Figure 24). The household income tended to be higher for park visitors when 
compared to the general MN population (Appendix, Figure 25). 
20%	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  7%	  
6%	  6%	  
5%	  5%	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Region of Origin 
The region with the highest origin of MN state park visitors is the Twin Cities Metro 
(37%). The second most popular region of origin was from outside MN (16%) followed by 
southeast MN (13%) (Appendix, Figure 26). Just over half of MN state park visitors are day 
users from home (51%) (Appendix, Figure 27). Campers tend to come from further away 
(Appendix, Figure 28).  
Information Sources 
The most common source of information about MN state parks comes from family and 
friends (58%) with the MN state park brochure a close second (55%) (Table 1). Other important 
sources of information include information at MN state parks (41%), MN’s State Highway Map 
(41%), MN DNR web site (34%), and the Minnesota Explorer newspaper (32%) (Table 1). 
Table 1: When you obtain information about Minnesota State Parks, what are your most important information sources? (MN 
DNR 2002) 
Category Visitors 
Source (Percent) 
Minnesota DNR Sources  
Minnesota State Park brochure 55 
Information at one or more Minnesota State Parks 41 
The MN DNR web site 34 
Minnesota State Park Traveler newspaper 21 
The MN DNR telephone information center 7 
PRIM recreation maps 4 
Explore Minnesota Tourism Sources  
Minnesota Explorer newspaper 32 
Highway information centers 16 
The MN Office of Tourism web site 11 
The MN Office of Tourism telephone information center 6 
General Sources  
Family and friends 58 
Minnesota’s State Highway Map 41 
Web sites 21 
Travel guides 20 
Recreational opportunity maps and directories 16 
Places I stay (e.g., resorts, campgrounds) 14 
Newspapers 12 
Other road maps 10 
Local chambers of commerce 8 
Boating/camping shows 4 
TV or radio 4 
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Area Residents 
Another significant source of visitors to the NAOC is local residents.  For this study we 
included Houston County, MN and its 6 adjacent counties in Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Iowa.  
The age distribution is fairly consistent across the seven-county area (Appendix, Figure 29). The 
primary age difference between the area residents and tourists is that the area residents appear to 
have a higher percentage of people above retirement age (65+) and a lower percentage of young 
adults (age 19-34). The income of the residents is lower relative to area tourists (Appendix, 
Figure 30). 
School enrollment, a specific category of area residents, will provide the base for the 
educational programming at the NAOC.  The seven-county area has a significant population of 
elementary school students (approx. 30,000) and high school students (approx. 15,000) (Figure 
4).   
 
Figure 4: School enrollment for the seven county area (US Census 2000). 	  
Minnesota Wildlife Viewers 
The last major source of potential tourists is the wildlife viewers in Minnesota who travel 
from their home to view birds of prey in southern Minnesota. Minnesota wildlife viewers tend to 
be older then area tourists (Appendix, Figure 31). They also tend to have higher incomes than 
state trail users, but similar incomes to state park users (Appendix, Figure 32).   
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Visitation Potential 
Visitation potential to the proposed North American Owl Center (NAOC) will depend on 
the quality of the visitor’s experience and marketing. Marketing efforts should focus on the most 
likely visitors including the base of tourists and residents who already live or recreate in and 
around Houston, Minnesota. Demographics of this market of potential visitors was outlined in 
the previous section. In this section we will outline the extent of the market as well as the 
magnitude of the most likely visitation scenarios.  As in the previous section we indentified three 
main categories of potential visitors: current regional tourists, regional residents, and Minnesota 
wildlife viewers. We recognize that this does not cover all potential visitors but does cover the 
three most likely categories that will provide the basis for success. Visitation to the NAOC will 
undoubtedly depend heavily upon the quality of the center and its programming, so ranges will 
be provided to cover different scenarios.  
 
Regional Tourists 
Previous research on potential markets 
and feasibility for centers similar to the one 
proposed in the study have indicated that 
current regional tourists would supply a 
substantial portion of the visitors to the 
NAOC. Additionally the ability of the region 
to sustain wildlife/nature tourism by offering a 
variety of recreational activities will 
undoubtedly enhance the center’s success. The 
Mississippi River Valley/Bluff Country travel 
region (Figure 5) in southeast Minnesota, offers a variety of natured-based and wildlife related 
opportunities that are visited by a sizable population (Table 2). Among these opportunities are 
centers, trails, state parks, and state forests. 
  
 
Figure 5: Minnesota tourist regions (Explore Minnesota) 
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Table 2: Annual visitation by tourists to regional attractions 
 
 
Distance 
(miles) 
Travel 
Time 
(minutes) 
Annual 
Visitation 
Tourist 
Visitation 
National Eagle Center 58 100 70,000 70,000 
Houston Nature Center 0 0 4,500 4,500 
Root River Trail 0 0 23,996 23,996 
Owl Festival 0 0 900 900 
Root River Canoe Route 0 0   
Beaver Creek Valley State Park 15 30 45,474 22,282 
Forestville/Mystery Cave State 
Park 52 85 133,756 65,540 
Lake Louise State Park 72 120 38,596 18,912 
Great River Bluffs State Park 25 37 44,671 21,889 
Dorer Memorial Forest: Vinegar 
Ridge Recreation Area 6 10   
Dorer Memorial Forest: Reno 
Management Unit 25 40   
Eagle Bluff Environmental 
Learning Canter 32 55   
Niagara Cave 42 80   
Total   361,893 228,020 
 
 
Houston Nature Center 
The Houston Nature Center is located on the proposed site of the NAOC and will likely 
have administrative and programmatic connections to the NAOC. Therefore it can be assumed 
that the current visitors of the Houston Nature Center (Figure 6) will likely visit the NAOC. 
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Figure 6: Annual visitation Houston Nature Center 2002 to 2008 (Houston Nature Center) 
 
National Eagle Center 
The National Eagle Center is very similar in its structure to the NAOC but covers a 
different group of birds of prey.  Therefore it has the potential to feed a large portion of its 
annual visitation (Figure 7) to the NAOC.   
	  
Figure 7: Annual visitation National Eagle Center 2007 to 2009 (National Eagle Center) 	  
 Coordination between these two centers such as the availability of discounted joint tickets 
and coordinated marketing efforts will help increase the potential for shared visitation. However, 
it is important to note that the NAOC may have difficultly in drawing visitors from the Eagle 
Center due to its increased distance from the Twin Cities Metro area and location, approximately 
15 miles from a main interstate highway. 
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Root River Trail 
The Root River State Trailhead is located at the proposed site of the NAOC.  The Root 
River Trail is an asphalt multiple-use trail that runs 42 miles from Houston, Minnesota through 
Lanesboro to Fountain, MN and is used primary by in-state tourists on bikes. 
 
Figure 8: Map of the Root River State Trail (MN DNR 2010) 
The segment from Money Creek woods to Houston, MN is the most recent addition to the 
trail. A survey from the summer seasons of 2008 and 2009 conducted by the MN Department of 
Natural Resources suggests that the Root River State Trail is highly used but declining from the 
previous survey conducted in 1997. Total seasonal visits (Figure 9) are highest in the western 
segments due to popular tourists towns, which also offer bike-riding amenities (rental, repair, 
etc.).               
Visitation	  Potential	  
	   	   	   	   12	  
	  
Figure 9: Visitation Root River State Trail (MN DNR 2000) 
The trail user survey also indicated that the average trail user spent 3.6 hours/visit and 
that 70% (Appendix, Table 16) of the users where from greater then 50 miles from the trail.   
State Parks 
 Four state parks within the region have the potential to feed a significant number of 
tourists to the NAOC (Table 2).  As indicated previously, 49% (Appendix, Figure 27) of the state 
park visitors are tourists (>50 miles from home).  
Resorts & Private Campgrounds 
 In addition to the selection of primary sources for regional tourist visitors there are also a 
number of smaller resorts & private campgrounds in the region that may feed visitors to the 
NAOC.    
Area Residents 
 In addition to regional nature-based and wildlife viewing tourists the NAOC would likely 
draw local and regional residents. The City of Houston has a population of approximately 1,000 
people (Table 3) and is located in Houston County with an approximate population of 20,000 
people (Table 4). The major population centers in the area are La Crosse, WI, located 23 miles 
east, which has over 50,000 residents and Rochester, MN located 65 miles northwest with over 
85,000 residents (Table 3). 
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Table 3: Area population centers 
City 
Population 
(2000) 
Travel 
Distance 
(miles) 
Houston 1,020 0 
La Crosse 51,818 35 
Winona 27,069 45 
Rochester 85,806 65 
 
There are six counties adjacent to Houston County that cover a majority of the population 
within 50 miles of Houston, MN. These seven counties, according to the 2000 census, had a 
population of 261,986 people (Table 4).    
Table 4: Area population, adjacent seven & twenty-one counties 
County State 
Population 
(2000) 
K-12 Age 
(Approx.) 
Houston MN 19,718 4,732 
Winona MN 49,985 11,996 
La Crosse County WI 107,120 25,709 
Vernon WI 28,056 6,733 
Allamakee IA 14,675 3,522 
Winneshiek IA 21,310 5,114 
Fillmore MN 21,122 5,069 
7 County Total 261,986 62,877 
Mower MN 38,603 9,265 
Olmsted MN 124,277 29,826 
Wabasha MN 21,610 5,186 
Crawford WI 17,243 4,138 
Richland WI 17,924 4,302 
Monroe WI 40,899 9,816 
Jackson WI 19,100 4,584 
Trempealeau WI 27,010 6,482 
Buffalo WI 13,804 3,313 
Howard IA 9,932 2,384 
Chickasaw IA 13,095 3,143 
Fayette IA 22,008 5,282 
Clayton IA 18,678 4,483 
21 County Total 646,169 155,081 
 
Visitation	  Potential	  
	   	   	   	   14	  
 In addition to the general population an educational center such as the NAOC would be 
able to draw upon regional K-12 students as visitors to specialized programming.  The number of 
K-12 students is approximately 62,000 in the seven county region surrounding Houston, MN.   
Minnesota Wildlife Viewers 
 Wildlife viewers in Minnesota represent an important category of potential visitors. 
634,000 people view wildlife away from home in Minnesota (USFWS 2001). Seventy Nine 
percent of wildlife observers in Minnesota observe birds. Birds of prey (eagles, hawks, owls, 
etc.) were the most popular category of wildlife observed at 62% of survey respondents (U.S. 
DIFW 2006). Additionally, northern wintering owls were tied for third species of highest interest 
among Minnesota wildlife viewers (Schneider 2002) with bald eagles being the only bird of prey 
with a higher rating.  In regards to travel region, 55% of Minnesota wildlife viewers traveled to 
the southern Minnesota region. These expressed interests give us a base of 216,194 Minnesota 
wildlife viewers.      
Total Visitation Potential 
 Total visitation potential will depend heavily on three main categories of visitors: current 
regional tourists, regional residents, and Minnesota wildlife viewers. Starting with the base 
estimates calculated above, duplication was accounted for by reducing the base estimates by 
60%. Due to the variety of factors influencing actual visitation a range of estimates is given.  
Possible visitation to the proposed Owl Center ranges from 42,372 to 112,992 (Table 5).      
 
Table 5: Total visitation potential 
 
Base 
Estimates 
Percentage 
of Total 
Adjusted 
base (60% 
duplication) 
Low 
(15%) 
Medium 
(25%) 
High 
(40%) 
MN Wildlife 
Participants 216,194 31% 86,478 12,972 21,619 34,591 
Visitors to 
current 
attractions 
228,020 32% 91,208 13,681 22,802 36,483 
Regional 
Residents 261,986 37% 104,794 15,719 26,199 41,918 
Total 
Potential 720,935  288,374 42,372 70,620 112,992 
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Operating Budget 
 This section of the report lays out the potential operating budget based on the various 
visitation scenarios presented in the previous section. This section will primarily review general 
operating expenses, salary and wages, admissions, gift shop, and membership revenue. Much of 
this information is informed by the budget of the National Eagle Center due to its similarity to 
the proposed North American Owl Center (NAOC). Additionally, this section also covers local 
expenditures and potential grant sources of funding.  
General Operating Expenses 
 General operating expenses, excluding salary & wages, represent about half of the total 
expenses of the operating budget. These expenses include utilities, occupancy, information 
technology, live animal, administration, etc and can be separated into two main categories: fixed 
and variable. The main source of information on these expenses was obtained from the National 
Eagle Center non-profit tax forms. The fixed expenses were not adjusted for different visitation 
scenarios.  The variable expenses were determined on a per visitor basis from the National Eagle 
Center and this information determined the variable operating expenses for the three visitation 
scenarios. It is important to note that the NAOC will undoubtedly be operated differently from 
the National Eagle Center.  However, this information can be adjusted and used once the specific 
characteristics of the NAOC and its operation plan are known. 
 The major general operating expenses are utilities/occupancy, programs/events, 
advertising, and consulting/contracting. The per unit utilities and occupancy is about $2-4 per 
square foot per year. Program and event expenditures totaled about $50,000 at the National Eagle 
Center. This expenditure is highly variable and depends on the program and events that occur.  
Advertising expenses are estimated to total $12,000 to $31,000 depending on marketing efforts. 
 The total general operating budget ranges from $179,000 to $287,000 depending on the 
visitation scenario (Table 6).  As mentioned previously many of these expenses will be highly 
dependent on the operating plan. 
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Table 6: Summary total general operating expenses under different visitation scenarios (Details see Appendix, Table 17) 
 Visitors 
 42,000 71,000 113,000 
Building Expense/Occupancy $49,487 $49,487 $49,487 
IT Expense $2,460 $4,158 $6,617 
Live Animal Expenses $6,287 $6,287 $6,287 
Program Events $53,277 $53,277 $53,277 
Administration Expense $15,375 $22,354.28 $32,463 
Advertising, Promotions $11,556 $19,535 $31,091 
Professional Expenses $644 $644 $644 
Insurance $7,123 $12,042 $19,165 
Misc. Supplies $7,986 $13,500 $21,486 
Travel $1,672 $2,827 $4,500 
Consulting/Contracting $22,863 $38,649 $61,512 
    
Total $178,730 $222,760 $286,528 
 
Salary & Wages 
In order to determine the salary and wage expenses we surveyed regional facilities 
similar to the one proposed in this study.  This information was then used to construct the salary 
and wages expenses (including fringe benefits) for the three visitation scenarios. The director and 
two management positions were fixed across the visitation scenarios. All other positions were 
variable and adjusted proportionally to potential visitation. The primary source for the total 
salary expenses was the non-profit tax form for the National Eagle Center and adjusted to 
account for different visitation levels. The total salary and wages expenses under the three 
visitation scenarios ranged from approximately $200,000 to $292,000 (Table 7).          
Table 7: Salary and wage expenses under three visitation scenarios. 
  Visitors  
 42,000 71,000 113,000 
Executive Director $59,960 $59,960 $59,960 
Education Manager $44,471 $44,471 $44,471 
Business Manager $39,787 $39,787 $39,787 
Non-Salary $54,961 $92,911 $147,872 
    
Total $199,179 $237,129 $292,090 
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In addition to the information on total salary and wage expenses we also determined 
salary and wages for the most likely positions (Table 8).  This will be important in planning the 
operating budget as the type and number of employees may differ from other similar facilities.  
The percentage of fringe benefits ranged from 15 to 18% in the facilities that we examined.     
Table 8: Salary and wages for the most likely positions 
  With fringe 
 Annual Per Hour Annual Per Hour 
Executive Director $52,000  $59,960.38  
Education Manager $38,567  $44,471.00  
Business Manager $34,505  $39,787.17  
Gift Shop/Front Desk $20,800 $9.50 $23,984.15 $10.95 
Administrative Assistant $20,800 $10.00 $23,984.15 $11.53 
Naturalist (Live Animal Staff)  $31,200 $14.50 $35,976.23 $16.72 
Intern/Temp $18,720 $9.00 $21,585.74 $10.38 
 
Admissions, Gift Shop Sales, Memberships, and Program Revenue 
This section focuses on the revenue side of the operating budget.  It includes four main 
categories of revenue sources. Admissions revenue will likely be the largest source of revenue 
and is estimated to account for 61% (excluding grants & contributions) of the annual revenue.  
The admissions price that we used for calculation was $6/person. This admissions price is 
currently what is being charged at the National Eagle Center (NEC).  To determine the total 
admissions revenue we first calculated the actual received admission per visitor for the NEC, 
$3.57/visitor. This figure is significantly lower then the admissions price and is most likely due 
to promotions and memberships. The second largest source of estimated revenue is profit from 
gift shop sales.  The NEC in 2008 had a net profit margin of 31% on its gift shop sales with an 
average profit of $1.03/visitor. The revenue from each visitor is estimated to be $4.60/person.  
The third largest source of revenue is from educational programming. This source of funding is 
likely to be less dependent on visitation. For this source of revenue we used the educational 
programming revenue from the NEC ($50,659).  The fourth largest estimated source of revenue 
is from memberships. The annual membership revenue from the NEC was adjusted for the 
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different visitation scenarios. Total revenue from these four sources was estimated to range from 
approximately $270,000 to $630,000 (Table 9). 
Table 9: Operating revenue under three visitation scenarios. 
   Visitors  
  42,000 71,000 113,000 
Admissions 61% $151,368 $252,280 $403,648 
Profit From Gift Shop 18% $43,509 $72,515 $116,025 
Educational Programs 12% $50,659 $50,659 $50,659 
Memberships 9% $21,465 $35,775 $57,241 
Total  $267,002 $411,230 $627,572 
       
Net Budget 
Now that we understand both the potential general operating expenses, salary expenses, 
and revenue for the NAOC we can determine the potential net operating budget.  It is important 
to note that we have not included funding from grants or personal contributions.  These revenue 
sources depend heavily upon the grant seeking skills of the proposed center director and the 
ability to locate personal contributors. In 2007, the National Eagle Center had $35,000 in 
personal contributions and $50,000 in grants.  The net operating excess/deficit under the three-
visitation scenarios range from $111,000 deficit to $49,000 excess (Table 10). 
Table 10: Net operating budget for three visitation scenarios 
  Visitors  
 42,000 71,000 113,000 
National 
Eagle Center 
Revenue $267,002 $411,230 $627,572  
Contributions ??? ??? ??? $35,283 
Grants ??? ??? ??? $50,000 
Salary/Wages $199,179 $238,437 $294,707  
Operating Expenses $178,730 $224,278 $289,565  
Net -$110,907 -$48,659 $48,954  
 
The first visitation scenario with 42,000 visitors per year has an estimated net operating 
budget deficit of $110,000. Even with personal and grant revenue sources equal to the NEC 
($85,000), it is estimated that the NAOC would not be sustainable without a significant reduction 
in operating expenses or larger sources of personal contributions or grants. The second visitation 
scenario with 71,000 visitors per year has an estimated net operating budget deficit of $49,000. 
With personal and grant revenue sources equal to the NEC ($85,000) it is estimated that the 
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NAOC would be sustainable with an annual excess of $42,000. The third visitation scenario with 
115,350 visitors per year has an estimated net operating budget excess of $49,000. Even without 
personal and grant revenue sources it is estimated that the NAOC would be sustainable.  Much of 
the budget is highly variable and these number will change based on the needs identified for the 
NAOC when determining its final budget. Our recommendation is that the NAOC should 
identify a significant source of personal contributions and grants in order to reduce the risk of 
running an operating deficit. In addition, identifying an operating budget under the 42,000 annual 
visitors scenario in which net excess is achieved would further support the feasibility of the 
NAOC.       
Local Expenditures 
A NAOC with estimated visitation numbers identified in the previous section will have a 
positive impact on the local economy. While a full economic impact study was beyond the scope 
of this study we can identify estimated local expenditures in the city of Houston, MN from the 
tourists coming to visit the NAOC. Potential expenditure information was extrapolated from the 
Annual International Festival of Owls Survey conducted in the city of Houston, MN.  
Expenditures on lodging, food, and surrounding businesses were surveyed. Twenty percent of 
those surveyed spent money on lodging with an average expenditure of $113.26 (Table 11).  
Thirty-two percent of those who spent money on lodging stayed in Houston, MN.  Seventy-two 
percent of those surveyed spent money on food and beverages with an average expenditure of 
$30.13. Thirty-eight percent of those spent money on food and beverages in Houston, MN. 
Eighteen percent of those surveyed spent money at local businesses with an average expenditure 
of $34.00.   
Table 11: Percentage of visitors who spent money in Houston, MN and average expenditure 
 Percentage Average 
Lodging 7% $113.26 
Food 28% $30.13 
Surrounding Businesses 18% $34.00 
 
The expenditures identified in the Annual International Festival of Owls Survey were 
group expenditures.  In order to translate this to individual tourist visitation numbers we used an 
average group size of 3.1 obtained from the survey.  Using the above information we identified 
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an estimated annual number of tourists spending money in each of the categories under all three-
visitation scenarios.    
Table 12:  Estimated annual tourists with expenditures in three categories under three visitation scenarios. 
 
Visitation 42,000 71,000 113,000 
Tourists 27,000 44,000 71,000 
Lodging 624 1,019 1,630 
Food 2,511 4,099 6,559 
Surrounding Businesses 1,659 2,708 4,333 
 
Using the annual estimated tourist expenditure in Houston, MN and the average 
expenditures (Table 13) we identified a conservative estimate of the total annual increase in local 
expenditures from tourists to the NAOC. 
Table 13: Total annual increase in local expenditures from tourists 
Visitation 42,000 71,000 113,000 
Tourists 27,000 44,000 71,000 
Lodging $70,681 $115,393 $184,629 
Food $75,656 $123,517 $197,626 
Surrounding Businesses $56,398 $92,076 $147,322 
Total $202,735 $330,986 $529,577 
 
Grant Sources of Funding 
Grant sources of funding are an important source of revenue for the NAOC. Under two of 
the three visitation scenarios it is estimated that grants would be needed to avoid an operating 
deficit in the absence of a significant reduction in the operating expenses. Grant funding falls 
into three main types of funding support: general operating, capital and program support. In 
addition, grant makers have specific areas of interests.  Areas important to this project include 
cultural, educational, wildlife, economic development, and trailhead (Figure 10).         
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Figure 10: Types of funding support and areas of interest
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Discussion 
 This report outlines the demographic characteristics, potential visitation, and operating 
budget for a proposed North American Owl Center (NAOC) in Houston, MN.  This information 
while useful needs to be tailored to the specific needs of the NAOC as the planning moves 
forward and more details about the project are known. Identification of operating grants and 
private contributions appear to be central to the operating success of the NAOC in the absence of 
a significant reduction in the operating expenses from the current estimates. In addition securing 
capital grants and funding may be the largest hurdle to the feasibility of a NAOC.   
 Due to the National Eagle Center’s (NEC) similarity to the NAOC, a visitor study 
conducted jointly with the NEC is strongly recommended. Such a study would aid the NEC in its 
marketing efforts and allow a better understanding of the visitation potential to the NAOC from 
visitors to the NEC. In conjunction with the visitor survey, development of a marketing plan is 
essential to draw in visitors from inside and outside the region. 
 The proposed site for the NAOC has the benefit of multiple facilities (nature center, state 
trail, canoe route) and partnership with the City of Houston, MN. This will help draw in visitors 
and coordinate operations with the Houston Nature Center and the City of Houston. The 
drawbacks of the proposed site include distance from a major highway (14 miles, 25 minutes) 
and distance to the Twin Cities Metro (150 miles, 2 hours 45 minutes).  Strong marketing efforts 
will be required to draw in visitors from the I-94 corridor and the Twin Cities Metro.  
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Appendix 
 
Figure 11: Gender of respondents to the International Festival of Owls questionnaire, 2008. (Schuweiler 2008) 
Table 14: Demographics characteristics among respondents to the International Festival of Owls questionnaire, 2008 
(Schuweiler 2008) 
 Percent 
Ethnicity  
Non-Hispanic/Non-Latino 98 
Hispanic/Latino 2 
Race  
White 97 
Asian 2 
Black/African American 1 
Other 1 
American Indian/Alaskan 0 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0 
Female 
55% 
Male 
45% 
Gender of International Festival of Owls 
Survey Respondents 
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Figure 12: Age among respondents to the International Festival of Owls questionnaire, 2008. (Schuweiler 2008) 	  
Table 15: Average group size and composition based on age categories among respondents to the International Festival 
of Owls questionnaire, 2008. (Schuweiler 2008) 
 Mean Range 
Child (0-12 years) 0.8 1-6 
Teenager (12-17 years) 0.1 1-2 
Adult (18+ years old) 2.2 1-5 
 
54% 
19% 
21% 
22% 
21% 
13% 
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 
18-30 
31-40 
41-50 
51-60 
61-70 
71 or older 
Age (Average=53) 
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Figure 13: Percentage of annual household income among respondents to the International Festival of Owls, 2008. 
(Schuweiler 2008) 
 	  
	  
Figure 14: US geographical distribution of respondents to the Owl Festival questionnaire, 2008. (Schuweiler 2008) 
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Figure 15: Group composition among respondents to the International Festival of Owls questionnaire, 2008. 
(Schuweiler 2008) 
 
 
Figure 16: Level of birding experience among respondents to the International Festival of Owls questionnaire, 2008. 
(Schuweiler 2008) 
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Figure 17: Gender of trail bikers among respondents to the Summer State Trail Survey, 2008-09 (MN DNR 2010) 
 
Figure 18: Age of Root River trail users among respondents to the Summer State Trail Survey, 2008-09 (MN DNR 
2010) 
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Figure 19: Annual household income of trail users among respondents to the Summer State Trail Survey, 2008-09 (MN 
DNR 2010) 	  
Table 16: Travel characteristics of Root River Trail users among respondents to the Summer State Trail Survey, 2008-
09 (MN DNR 2010) 	   Miles	  from	  Home	  to	  Trail	  	   Median	   Percent	  of	  use	  from	  within	  10	  miles	  of	  the	  trail	   Percent	  of	  use	  from	  over	  50	  miles	  of	  the	  trail	  Root	  River	  Trail	   120	   9%	   70%	  
 
9%	  7%	  
7%	   10%	  
15%	   20%	  
32%	  
0%	   5%	   10%	   15%	   20%	   25%	   30%	   35%	  less	  than	  $30,000	  
$30,000	  to	  $39,999	  $40,000	  to	  $49,999	  
$50,000	  to	  $59,999	  $60,000	  to	  $74,999	  
$75,000	  to	  $99,999	  over	  $100,000	  
Annual	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  Incomes	  of	  Trail	  
Users	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Figure 20: Origins of Root River Trail users among respondents to the Summer State Trail Survey, 1997 (MN DNR 
2000) 	  
 
Figure 21: Root River Trail use by day of week among respondents to the Summer State Trail Survey, 2008-09 (MN 
DNR 2010) 
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Figure 22: Root River Trail activities among respondents to the Summer State Trail Survey, 2008-09 (MN DNR 2010) 
 
Figure 23: Gender among visitors to the Minnesota State Parks, 2001 (MN DNR 2002) 	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Figure 24: Age distribution among respondents to the Minnesota State Park Visitors Survey, 2001 (MN DNR 2002) 
 
Figure 25: Household income among respondents to the Minnesota State Park Visitors Survey, 2001 (MN DNR 2002) 
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Figure 26: Region of origin among respondents to the Minnesota State Park Visitors Survey, 2001 (MN DNR 2002) 
 
Figure 27: Type of visitor among respondents to the Minnesota State Park Visitors Survey, 2001 (MN DNR 2002) 
Northwest 
10% 
Northeast 
4% 
Central 
11% 
Southwest 
9% 
Southeast 
13% 
Metro 
37% 
Outside 
Minnesota 
16% 
Region of Origin Minnesota State 
Park Vistors 
51% 
35% 
14% 
Type of Visitor to Minnesota State Parks 
Day user from home 
Day user on trip away from 
home 
Camper 
Appendix	  
	   	   	   	   34	  
 
Figure 28: Travel distance among respondents to the Minnesota State Park Visitors Survey, 2001 (MN DNR 2002) 	  
 
Figure 29: Age distribution for the seven county area (US Census 2000). 	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Figure 30: Income distribution for the seven county area (US Census 2000). 
 
Figure 31: Age of Minnesota wildlife viewers (Schneider 2002) 	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Figure 32: Household income of Minnesota wildlife viewers (Schneider 2002) 	  	  
 
Table 17: General operating expenses under different visitation scenarios 
 42,000 71,000 113,000 
Building Expense/Occupancy $49,487 $49,487 $49,487 
Utilities    
Maintenance    
Janitorial Services    
Lawn & Grounds Maintenance    
Garbage    
IT Expense $2,460 $4,158 $6,617 
Website    
Network    
Phone    
Live Animal Expenses    
Veterinary Services $1,000 $1,000 $1,000 
Animal Food & bedding $3,000 $3,000 $3,000 
Exhibit Upkeep $1,287 $1,287 $1,287 
Misc. Animal Supplies $1,000 $1,000 $1,000 
Program Events $53,277 $53,277 $53,277 
Administration Expense    
Office Supplies $630 $1,065 $1,695 
Postage $1,050 $1,775 $2,825 
Printing $2,658 $4,493 $7,151 
Audit $2,500 $2,500 $2,500 
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Accounting/payroll $2,766 $2,766 $2,766 
Bank/Credit Card Fees $3,671 $6,205 $9,876 
Office Maintenance    
New Equipment $2,100 $3,550 $5,650 
Advertising, Promotions $11,556 $19,535 $31,091 
Professional Expenses $644 $644 $644 
Insurance $7,123 $12,042 $19,165 
Liability    
Vehicle    
Worker’s Compensation    
Umbrella    
Misc. Supplies $7,986 $13,500 $21,486 
Travel $1,672 $2,827 $4,500 
Consulting/Contracting $22,863 $38,649 $61,512 
    
    
Total $178,730 $222,760 $286,528 	  
